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The Colombian government held meetings with the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) in
Caracas in early February, with little progress in the quest for peace. Talks with the Fuerzas
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) are also at a standstill. Meanwhile, right-wing
attacks continue, especially against human rights workers, further dampening prospects for ending
the violence that has gripped the country for a half century.
In addition, the chaos that followed the devastating earthquake that shook Colombia's coffee-
producing region Jan. 25 has damaged the image of President Andres Pastrana and distracted
his government from the peace process. As part of his strategy to bring peace to the country,
Pastrana had planned to "extend the government presence and weaken support for the guerrillas
by delivering public services" to areas where the FARC is strong. But the staggering earthquake
damage will make diverting resources to peace efforts more difficult.
FARC talks also on ice
Negotiations with the FARC, which began Jan. 7, got off to a bad start when FARC leader Manuel
"Tirofijo" Marulanda failed to show up at the opening ceremony. The process was dealt a further
blow days later when the FARC suspended talks until the government took a tough stance against
ultra-right paramilitary groups (see NotiSur, 01/22/99). Adding to the difficulties is the FARC's
insistence that it will only give up about 130 soldiers, which it captured in battles in recent months,
in return for some 450 FARC rebels held in Colombian jails.
A US State Department official said on Feb. 2 that Washington has yet to see any sign that the
rebels are willing to "negotiate seriously" with the Colombian government. "We're concerned,"
said Peter Romero, acting assistant secretary of state for western hemispheric affairs. "I think the
government has demonstrated a willingness to sit down and talk and set up all kinds of strategies to
accommodate the FARC. I haven't yet seen the same kind of positive signal [from FARC leaders]."
Nevertheless, the Colombian government on Feb. 5 extended the demilitarization of a huge jungle
region in southeastern Colombia for another 90 days to encourage the FARC to resume negotiating.
Last November, Pastrana pulled all troops out of the area for 90 days as a precondition for talks.
The pullout was to end Feb. 7. Talks with ELN also sputter Last July the ELN and representatives
of civil society met in the German city of Mainz and agreed to hold a National Convention with
government, religious, business, and community leaders as a step toward a peaceful solution to the
conflict (see NotiSur, 07/17/98).
As a prelude to the National Convention, government delegates, headed by peace commissioner
Victor Ricardo, and ELN delegates, including Erlington de Jesus Chamorro, alias Antonio Garcia,
Pablo Beltran, and Milton Hernandez, met in Caracas Feb. 9-10. Among the issued discussed
was a possible meeting between Pastrana and the ELN's top leader, Nicolas Rodriguez Bautista,
known as Gabino. The ELN also wants Pastrana to create another demilitarized area, similar to the
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area cleared prior to the aborted talks with the FARC. The ELN also suggested that the National
Convention which will study socioeconomic and political causes of the armed conflict and agree on
measures to resolve them be held in the demilitarized area, and that a corridor be created through
which participants in the convention would move.
Some people feel more enclaves would lead to de facto partitioning of Colombia while others say
it could provide security needed to bring peace. "We're going to have a country of independent
republics," said Armando Montenegro, head of the Asociacion Nacional de Instituciones
Financieras. "I think at the very minimum one has to see a cease-fire or some other concession
or showing of goodwill by the armed groups. Otherwise, Colombia will rapidly head toward
Balkanization."
The talks concluded with no breakthrough on the proposals but with both sides agreeing to
keep meeting. The following day, however, the ELN said the government must withdraw all
troops from an area in northern Bolivar province as a prerequisite for further talks. "If there is no
demilitarization, there can be no dialogue," Gabino said in a radio interview.
President Pastrana said Feb. 12 that no more land would be handed over to the rebels. "There will be
no demilitarization," said Pastrana. "It was never a prerequisite discussed in any of the agreements
reached with the ELN." Pastrana also said the demilitarization in the southern jungle would not be
extended a second time. "We have another 90 days to continue this process," the president said. "I
only hope that we can get these negotiations out of the freezer."
But his tough stance against the ELN's demand renewed doubts about his ability to further the
fragile peace process and fulfill his campaign promise to end the war. The head of Colombia's
banking association, Jorge Humberto Botero, said the fizzled talks with the FARC should have
taught the government a lesson. "The process has not been a success," said Botero, "and I think the
government should have evaluated this experience before going ahead with the ELN."
In a second meeting Feb. 14, Ricardo offered a cessation of military operations in the area chosen
for the National Convention. He said the ELN rejected this offer. The ELN's Gabino said Feb. 16
that talks with the government were paralyzed, but he said it still planned to convoke the National
Convention. If no security agreement is reached, the convention could be held in Spain, Germany,
Norway, or Sweden, he said.
Antonio Garcia complained that Pastrana "lacks a coherent plan" to negotiate peace and said he
backtracks from his own initiatives. He said peace requires a political cost that the administration
"is not willing to assume." Garcia did not discard resuming talks, but they would need to take place
under different conditions and in Colombia.
Human rights workers targeted
Meanwhile, right-wing violence continues, with human rights workers under attack. Everardo de
Jesus Puertas and Julio Gonzalez of the Comite de Solidaridad para los Prisioneros Politicos (CSPP)
were killed Jan. 31. They were forced from a bus in Antioquia state and shot by the roadside. Their
bodies were found in a town controlled by paramilitary groups. Three days earlier, the paramilitary
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Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) kidnapped four other human rights workers in Medellin
and urged nongovernmental groups to purge "subversives" who sympathize with leftist guerrillas.
In a fax sent to the rights group Instituto Popular de Capacitacion (IPC), the AUC said the
kidnapping "marks the start of an unfortunate, but inevitable, stage in the conflict." Two of the
workers were released Feb. 8 and the other two were freed Feb. 18. The AUC insists the workers
are ELN collaborators. On Feb. 15, eight federal investigators on the way to exhume possible mass
graves were reported missing after paramilitaries ambushed the convoy of investigators and state
security police 200 km northeast of Bogota.
Since 1997, more than 30 federal investigators have been killed in what officials described as an
offensive by paramilitary groups to thwart investigations into their alleged involvement in human
rights abuses and drug trafficking. Human rights groups renewed their appeals to Washington to
stop military aid to Colombia following the latest violence. [Sources: The New York Times, Xinhua,
02/06/99; CNN, 02/03/99, 02/06/99, 02/09/99; Inter Press Service, 02/09/99; Reuters, 02/01/99, 02/05/99,
02/11/99, 02/12/99; The Miami Herald, 02/03/99, 02/13/99; Spanish news service EFE, 02/01/99,
02/03/99, 02/10/99, 02/16/99; Associated Press, 02/10/99, 02/15/99, 02/16/99; Notimex, 02/17/99]
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